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to descend to a large, rectangular brown object.
Confused, I cannot make it out, but I see other figures
inside it, as if caged.
Just as I am placed carefully into my soft white cell, I
catch a glimpse of my friends.
They are alive!
Over here!, I yell.
But they do not respond.
Their pale bodies appear rigid, frozen in their lifelike
positions.
I try to call out to them, but no one hears me.
Slowly, darkness begins to close in, as the sky 1S
changed, from brightness to black.

The faint glimmer of light is almost gone.
Suddenly, like a booming thunder, the voices from
beyond speak.
Good session 8J'YS· Stt you nea Wttk.
No!
I trusted you, I put my faith, my hope in you, and you
betrayed me.
With a sharp crack, the light is gone.
Like the lid of some giant box being closed, I am sealed
m.
Within my padded coffin, I weep.
But no one hears me.

lHERUBY
by Richard Goldstein
Jebril al-Dhimma spat twice, then tightened his grip on
the reins, causing his tired horse to sidle in the empty
narrow street. It was nearing the quiet and precious end of
the day, called the Sigh of the Lord, which J ebril treasured
as well as any man, but he treasured it most from the
perspective of warm cushions by the fire in a good inn.
At last, in the fading light, he saw a sign hanging ahead,
rocking back and forth in the rising Night Wind which was
now slipping in from the desert. In neat letters the sign
proclaimed, "The Inn of Unexpected Blessings."
Jebril dismounted, tied his horse to an iron ring affixed
to the adobe wall, and pushed open the inn's door. He was
a tall and powerful man, wrapped in the robes of the deep
desert. A long scimitar dangled at his side, showing the stains
and marks of frequent use.
Now he faced a darkened room. After a moment he was
just able to discern another man reclining on pillows before
a brazier. This man was looking at Jebril intently, a kif-pipe
in his hand. Jebril stepped into the room, and noted that it
was otherwise empty. Now he stared hard at the man,
because there was something familiar about him. Suddenly,
Jebril recoiled in surprise. He unwrapped his face cloth and
leaned forward.
"Ishaq Sidi Sifyan, is it truly you?" he said in wonder.
"Yes, it is I," said the man, rising. "Greetings, Jibril alDhimma. Even in your robes I could not have missed you.
How have you been?" He grippedJibril's arm. The two men
were of a height, but Ishaq was thin and wiry, Jibril thick
and muscular.
"It is not I whose health is in question," said Jibril. "I
had assumed you were dead." Suddenly Jibril extracted his
arm and stepped back again. "But perhaps you are," he said,
his hand falling to the pommel of his sword. "It occurs to
me that a djinn could easily have taken your form in the

chaos where I last beheld you. Indeed, here you sit alone in
an empty inn, or what appears to be an inn, with not even
the keeper to be seen."
Ishaq laughed then. "Ah, Jibril," he said, "you have not
changed. The inn is not empty, but the public room is,
because it has closed for the night. The keeper is quite
visible, if you had the wit to know it, for you are looking
at him in my person. And as for my escape from chaos, that
is a much longer tale."
Jibril stepped forward again, and touched his friend on
the cheek, as if to be certain his flesh was warm and not hard
and cold. "Well, Ishaq Sidi Sifyan," he said finally, "this may
be a greater magic than if you had risen from the dead, that
you are now an innkeeper. I shall require to hear this tale
of how Ishaq Sidi Sifyan, the great warrior, squeezed himself into the person of an innkeeper. And I must also wonder
what became of the eternal brotherhood we vowed, our
pact to die together in battle and lounge forever in the two
gardens of paradise. Ah, Ishaq, have you forgonen those
heavenly houris? Not," he added thoughtfully, "that there
has been lack of earthly houris for us to share."
"Each man must walk the road he sees before him, and
mine has been as twisting as any," answered Ishaq obliquely.
"But come," he said, pushing Jibril toward a cushion, "if I
am an innkeeper, I am a poor one. Sit. Let me heat some
tea. Do you need food? Then we shall exchange stories,
until dawn, if need be."
Ishaq was not serious in assessing himself as a poor
innkeeper. The appointments of the public room, in which
Jibril now reclined on soft pillows, attested to the profitable
state of the inn. In short order, using the same economy of
movement that had once made him a great swordsman,
Ishaq produced a tray with steaming cups of sweet mint tea,
and bowls of figs, honey-cured dates, and nut-meats in a
savory sauce. This done, Ishaq stepped through an inner
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door, where a clap brought a servant. The servant was
dispatched to see to Jebril's horse.
Ishaq returned to the main room, seated himself, and
the two men ate and drank briefly in silence, their untold
stories lying between them like hunting dogs waiting to be
unleashed. At last Jibril sat back, belched, and picked some
date from between his teeth. "Very well," he said. "I
concede that you are not a djinn, since it is well known that
djinns do not eat in the presence of living men. But then
how is it that you are alive, and the proprietor of such an
inn, thrice blessed by the bounty of the Lord?"
Ishaq sat forward, stirred the fire with what appeared
to be a spear-head. The flames leaped up like warriors
whose camp has been disturbed, and the light threw Ishaq's
angular features into relief. Ishaq plucked a coal from the
brazier with small silver tongs, then sat back again into
shadow, and his voice came out of the darkness. Jibril
shivered, in spite of the warmth of the fire.
"How many years has it been, old friend?" asked Ishaq,
lighting his kif-pipe with the coal. "Ten? Fifteen? Since the
Battle of Ayn al-Baqar. Mine is a strange story, no doubt.
And since you have asked to hear it three times now, I will
disregard my duties as host, and speak first." Ishaq settled
back into the pillows, passed his pipe to Jebril, and began
his tale, his voice spinning up like smoke ....
We last spoke, I remember {said Ishaq), during the last
night of the beseigement of Ayn al-Baqar. Then I left you
in the darkness at the Hour of the Jackal, and I entered
secretly and alone the city of our enemy, or rather the
enemy of our erstwhile employer, the Caliph Abd al-Malik
ibn Marwan. By dawn, as instructed, I was hidden near the
western gates, among, as it happened, a profusion of oil jars.
When the first golden rays of sun fell into the streets I
leaped forth and slaughtered a large number of these jars.
The gate garrison responded promptly to the disturbance,
and I was soon treated to the sight of them slipping about
on the oily ground like boys in mud. While they were so
occupied, I ran over and threw the gates open, and our
mounted troops poured in, as planned, and the chaos of
which you speak rapidly manifested.
As the battle proceeded, I found myself in that contingent which stormed the caliph's palace. We were denied the
use of camel or horse by the narrowness of the confines,
and so the fighting was especially vicious. As we attempted
to force entrance to the hareem itself, my squad became
enmeshed in the tortuous passageways which guarded the
inner courts, and I was separated from the others. In a
moment I found myself backed up against a wall facing
three or four, or perhaps fifty, giant eunuch guards, who
seemed to blame me for the loss of their nether parts. I was
certain I was about to become a cherished ancestor, though
cherished by whom was by no means clear. I began to
murmur the death prayer.
At that moment, however, instead of immediately dying, I caught my foot on the edge of a sewer grating and
sprawled headlong on the pavement, a eunuch's scimitar
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whistling like the angel of death over my head. Perceiving
the preserving hand of Yaweh pointing the way for me,
even as He does for the Prophets, I forced myself between
two bars of this grating.
There was a brief fall in total darkness, during which I
had ample opportunity to meditate on my sins, and then I
splashed into a pool of sewage. Royal, no doubt, but still
sewage. My foes, raging like fiends, were prevented from
following, though they richly deserved it, because, being
huge, they could not fit through the spaces of the grating.
They did attempt to fire arrows between the bars, however,
so I perforce waded through the royal excrement deeper
into the sewer. The pipe was just of sufficient diameter to
allow me to walk upright with bowed head.
Soon I noted that I was traveling slightly uphill, against
the general flow, which suggested that I might be progressing further into the hareem. So now my plan, to the extent
that my nose allowed me to have one, was to emerge from
another grating deep within the enemy's stronghold, hope-fully into a more healthful climate. After what seemed like
an eternity of hellish wading, but which was in reality only
a few moments, I saw a ring of light above me. As I
approached, I realized this was a royal privy seat viewed
from beneath. Odd as this view was, for me it represented
escape from this olfactory perdition, so, in retrograde
fashion, out of the privy I clambered. In the light, I was a
sorry vision, drenched as I was in foulness, and I was in an
even sorrier state of mind, likewise drenched in a black rage
the like of which I have never known.
I was in a royal lavatory, with walls covered in tiles of
soothing blue and green, but I was not to be soothed. I
stamped like a snarling beast out of the lavatory and found
myself in a garden. Above the palace walls around me I
could see great towers of smoke, signifying, I knew, our
impending victory. I could also hear the quavering of our
battle shawms, and on top of my rage I was seized with a
monstrous exultation.
Hordes of palace folk were pouring past me, and now
I took my sword with a firm hand and began to slash my
way through them. In moments I was drenched again, this
time with blood. A veritable blood-fever gripped me. I cut
and hacked and slaughtered and bashed until my arm fairly
burned. None opposed me, but all fell before me as grain
before the scythe.
Eventually, my whirling sword bit only air. Dazed, I
looked about me and saw that I had penetrated to an inner
apartment. The opulence of the decor suggested that I was
in the quarters of the royal family. I wandered through
several rooms, each more luxurious than the last, crammed
as they were with carven screens, and heaped rugs, and
ornate appliances of silver and gold. But all appeared to be
empty of human presence. Suddenly I heard a sound behind
me. I whirled, my sword ready, and caught sight of movement behind a tapestry. I wrenched the cloth aside, fearless,
still with the blood-madness upon me.
As the tapestry fell away, my eyes beheld a young
woman wrapped only in a silk shift. Was this the caliph's

daughter? Perhaps his youngest wife? My gaze traveled up
her slim white body, until it came to her wrists, crossed in
front of her throat as she cowered before my upraised
sword. On her wrists were brass bracelets, showing her to
be a mere servant. My gaze went higher, and took note of
her plain, even homely, face. I realized this was some coarse
waiting girl from the hareem! Thoughts of rape, of plundering the virginity of the caliph's beautiful daughter,
departed from me, leaving behind the smouldering rage of
battle. So I struck down with my sword, cleaving the girl
from crown to breast. She crumpled at my feet in a gout of

,

.. ··-

- - . -·

blood, and as her hands relaxed in death they let fall a bloodred ruby the size of a fig, strung on a rope of perfect pearls.
I swept up the ruby in an instant, and looked about me
suspiciously. I did not know then whether the girl was
attempting to steal the ruby in the confusion of the attack,
or had been assigned to carry it to safety. But I did know

that the ruby was a sultan's ransom, and that if I kept it my
life would be forever altered. But if it were seen, our master,
the Caliph Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan, would quite properly wrest it from me as part of his legitimate royal plunder.
Therefore, I conceived a plan to defect with the ruby.
First, I concealed the ruby on its
pearl rope under my robes. Then I
made my way back to the garden. Although I kept my sword ready, the
palace grounds now appeared to be
deserted. Dead bodies, hacked to
pieces, littered the exquisite tiled
floors, the product of my former madness. But my killing fever had departed, replaced by an equally dark
cupidity. My mind was now filled
with visions of the riches and power
with which the ruby would provide
me. Even political ascension was not
beyond the reach of one so endowed
as I would be.
My route to this splendor, however, lay along a curious path. And so
blindly fixed was I on the convolutions of my greed that the grotesque
spectacle I presented was lost on me.
Thus, ·in my ragged robes dripping
with blood and filth, I climbed back
down through the caliph's privy hole,
as if it were the road to glory.
I made my way through the darkness of the sewer, far beyond the city
walls, and emerged through a rusted
grating into a dry wadi in the white
light of afternoon. I was parched with
thirst, and sickened from the sewageladen air I had been breathing. Yet it
remained for me to stumble hours
more through the steel-hard desert, until at last in the cool of the Sigh of the
Lord I came to a deserted spring. There
I stripped, and flung my noxious garment into the bushes, and bathed, and
slaked my vicious thirst. The ruby I
lay on a rock above me, where it
caught the last light of day and glowed
like a drop of the blood of Cain.
Then I hung the ruby around my
neck and slept in exhaustion, naked as
I was, in the mud by the pool's edge.
Later, I was awakened by a herd of
goats coming to the water. I rose up
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with my sword and, without thought or hesitation, slaughtered the goatherd for his poor robe. His last moment must
have been one of sublime terror, as he was confronted by
this naked apparition, the biggest ruby in the world about

its neck, and a great scimitar in its hand.
At any rate, now clothed, I made my painful way to the
trade city of Shemot al-Haykal, walking without pause
through the night. I was pulled onward by dreams of
wealth and ease, feeling the ruby heavy around my neck
under the coarse robe. And I felt an urgency, as well,
knowing that I must dispose of the ruby and convert it to
more negotiable gold coin, before I was caught with it by
the forces from which I had defected.
When I arrived in Shemot al-Haykal, my urgency,
greed, and exhaustion all conspired to nearly undo me.
Instead of taking a circumspect approach, I barged directly
into the first establishment I saw on the Street of Money
Changers. Barefoot, in my raggedgoatherd's robe, covered
with desert dust, I threw my ruby onto the counter and
demanded riches on the spot. A moment later I was dodging guardsmen down a succession of alleys. I escaped them
finally by hiding in a pile of rubble, behind a blacksmith's
shop.
It now penetrated through the fog of my greed that
looking as I did I could not allow so much as a glimpse of
the ruby, unless I wished to be mistaken for a thief. That I
was, in fact, a thief did not enter into my calculations. In a
fit of cunning, I saw that I would have to appear as someone
who could be expected to own such a jewel, thus re-enacting that fundamental law of civilized society, whereby to
obtain wealth you must already have it.
Therefore I removed a number of pearls from the rope
that suspended the ruby, and used these to purchase, in
succession, a bath and barber, new clothes, food and drink,
and rooms at a Hebrew inn frequented by wealthy merchants.
The following day I re-approached the Street of Money
Changers, now suitably equipped with the trappings of
pre-existing wealth and a heart-rending story. At each
establishment, I used additional pearlsto bribe my way into
the inner offices, posing as an unfortunate merchant from
Sham, whose caravan had been waylayed by bandits, and
who had thus lost all. Except, I would then hasten to add,
a fine ruby and pearl-rope, which had been concealed on
my person when I alone escaped. This story, and the ruby,
met with considerable enthusiasm among the moneychangers, who suggested in commiseration that the bandits
were probably thugs in the employ of the nefarious Caliph
Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan. This brute, it seemed, had just
sacked nearby Ayn al-Baqar, may he be food for swine.
So they plied me with chilled tea and rich tidbits in
profusion, but the long and short of it was that not one
establishment in town had on hand in gold the tenth part
of the value of my ruby. I could not settle for this, as it
would seem grossly out of character. They all wanted some
days to raise the money, and these I did not have.
By afternoon I was stuffed with tidbits and water-logged
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from tea, but not a whit richer in negotiable wealth. It was
at this point that I was forcefully reminded of another
aspect of the banking profession. While relieving my bladder in an alleyway I was set upon by assassins intending to
murder me and take my ruby, and I recognised one of them
as the chief assistant from the last money-changer's shop. I
killed this gentleman, of course, but was forced to flee from
the others. Fortunately, I was able to find again that
blacksmith's shop, with its ready rubble pile.
Clearly, this could not go on. I was stymied by a surfeit
of riches. In desperation, I consulted my innkeeper, since
Jews and innkeepersare both well known for both sagacity
and confidentiality. Where, I wondered, could an honest
man safely conduct some quiet business, possibly involving
the exchange of substantial sums of gold, yet not attract
either the authorities or thieves. Someplace, in other
words, both pecunious and circumspect.
His response, I suppose, might have been predicted by
one more urbane than I, but, at any rate, I presented myself
the following evening at the most infamous brothel in
Shemot al-Haykal. This was the establishment of the famous Milakh Mubaraka Bat Qol. I was again replendent,
dressed in my remaining set of new robes. The building
itself was unpretentious from the outside, but opened up
into a series of unsuspected halls and gardens and chambers,
as I discovered when I followed the eunuch guard, and my
last pearl, into this dwelling of earthly delights. Soon I was
reclining on silken pillows and sipping araq that was like
distilled sunlight. By the glow of crystal lamps a tiny girl
removed my sandals, washed my feet in rose water, and
anointed them with oil. A hidden ensemble of kanun and
nai and riqq played softly.
Ah, thought I, this is the fitting prelude to a life of
idleness and indulgence.
Next, a succession of gorgeous women, veiled, but
wearing transparent robes, danced before me, each presenting herself in turn for my approval. They were like gazelles,
like doves, like peach trees in bloom, like sunlight off a lake
of clear water. But I shook my head time after time, though
my loins, unseen, were nodding enthusiastically.
At last I seemed to exhaust the supply of gazelles and
doves and peach trees. There was a pause. Then a delicate
whisper of cool air touched my fevered brow, a murmur
of dulcet chimes touched my ears. There was a sparkle in
the air, and the perfume of apricots. I glanced up and before
me stood a tall woman, wrapped in veils that were not so
much transparent as translucent, and the light that illuminated them seemed to come from within. Her body was
thus mysteriously suggested, like fish moving beneath a
surface reflection of sky and trees. Her hair was unbound
and cascaded in waves the color of raven's wings. Her face
was bare, I think, but could not be seen clearly for the
hypnotizing brilliance of her dark eyes.
"So," she said, in a voice that seemed to me like a leaf
alighting on a pool. "Oh, beloved guest, how is it that not
one of these nightingales who have placed their hearts at
your feet pleases you?"

"It is you I have awaited,• I said, in a voice that seemed
to me like a frog landing in a ditch. "Not only this evening,
but all my life."
She descended onto a cushion then, and reclined at eye
level with me. Now her face floated before me like a mirage,
and it was as if her full lips and high cheeks and smooth
brow contained every sad and lovely moment I had ever
let slip through my hands. My strong arm seemed like a
child's arm.
"Myself?" she said. "Oh, beloved guest, how could I be
for the likes of you? You must know that I am the consort
of monarchs, and not a plaything of the merely rich or
strong." She paused and ran her hand through her black
hair, a dolphin plunging through a sea of night. "Do you
not think," she continued, "that to embrace me might be
like embracing the sun, or the fire of hell, and would burn
you to your naked soul?"
I bowed my head where I sat like a lump of meat on my
silken cushions. I could feel my clever devices slipping from
my grasp, like a sword-grip slick with sweat. "Yes, that is
precisely what I believe," I said desperately. "Yet, having
lived a life of violence, perhaps being burned to my naked
soul by you is the kindest fate to which I might aspire."
"Well," said she, "I know this of you already, and of
your penchant for deception as well."
At this, naturally, I started, and stared at her, but her
bright level gaze never wavered. And as I stared, I could feel
my resolve departing me, evaporating like water on the
sands of the An Nafud. I seemed to forget who I was and
what I wanted - from her, from the ruby, from this sad
business we call life.
At last, in confusion, I said to her, "I
did not know it before now, but I am here
for one reason only, and that is to present
you with a gift, and then to leave with
nothing." And with that I pulled the ruby
from within my robe, and leaned forward
and took her hand and placed the ruby in
it. The touch of her skin was like the taste
of ripe fruit.
She held the ruby out before her where
it caught the glow of the lamps, and it
looked like dark would look if dark were
light.
"A fitting gift for the consort, not of
monarchs, but of gods," she said, "if only
it were yours to give."
Now my heart began to hammer in my
chest so that my voice shook. "How is it
not," I said, "since here I am giving it to
you?"
She held the ruby against her breast,
and her voice was like dead leaves. "It is not
a month past," she said, "since I myself gave
this same ruby, which is mine, to my
daughter. My daughter who is living as a
maidservant in the hareem of the Caliph of

Ayn al- Baqar. I would know therefore how you came by
it."
I knew that I was undone. But nevertheless, as if by
themselves, a thousand plausible stories flitted through my
mind. By habit, I knew precisely where the doors were, and
where my sword lay. Yet for some reason, not then clear
to me, I did not act on these things, but let them go, as one
lets go a bad dream in the morning.
Then something heavy fell from me, as if it were armor,
and I lay myself face down on the parquet floor before
Milakh Mubaraka Bat Qol. "I was wrong," I said. "The-re
were two gifts I came to give you. You have the one, and
the other is my life. For I slew your daughter with my
sword to obtain the ruby. Since then I have kept it by
deception and murder. I intended to seduce you into buying it from me for gold. But now, something about you
goads me to repent of all, and to relinquish everything, even
my self."
"That," said Milakh Mubaraka, "is a gift which I can
accept." And she reached down and pulled me up to my
knees so that I faced her as she also kneeled.
She leaned close. "This," she said in a whisper, "is a kiss
of acceptance and friendship." And she kissed me on the
lips, and I felt as though I were falling into honey, yet there
was also a firmness and a dryness about it which made me
think of childhood, that had seemed forever lost.
When the kiss was done, Milakh Mubaraka pulled back,
and said, "And because there is yet much to atone for, and
because there is no forgiveness without wisdom, this is for
retribution and renewal," and drew a silver dagger from her
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veils and plunged it into my throat.
Whereupon there was a loud roaring, and the pain of
the dagger in my throat became the dryness of thirst, and
my one hand was raised and in it was a sword, and there
was the cloth of a tapestry in my other hand, and before
me cowered a young girl. Blood and sweat ran down my
brow and stung my eyes and the smell of death and decay
rose from my ragged robes. I was returned in that very
instant to the sack of Ayn al-Baqar, and to the moment
when the ruby of Milakh Mubaraka Bat Qol fell into my
hands.
But now I lowered my sword in wonder and shock, my
heart in turmoil within me. The girl gazed at me in equal
wonder, since she had expected to die in that moment. My
gaze fell to her clenched hands and I saw that she held a
rope of pearls, indeed, but with no ruby thereon.
From without I could again hear the wailing of our
battle shawms and I knew that our army had triumphed
and the city and palace were ours. I also knew that this girl
would be considered part of the plunder, would be raped,
perhaps, and killed, or be sold into a less congenial servitude. So once again I contemplated defection with plunder
that was not mine, yet now I would defect not to make it
mine, but to save an innocent life.
I gripped her shoulder. "Listen to me," I said. "If you
want to live, and not be raped and murdered, you must do
as I say. Do you understand?"
She nodded.
"You must follow me, no matter how bizarre the road
may seem."
She nodded again, and on the strength of that I led her
out to the garden and into the lavatory. She turned pale
when I began to climb down the privy, but not as pale as
when she followed, and I caught her, standing knee-deep
in sewage. In silence I led her through the sewer. This was
a path I knew well since I was following it for the third
time. She did not complain about the nature of our road,
not then or ever.
I will shorten the talc from here (said Ishaq), since no
doubt you perceive where it tends. The girl's name, as it
happened, was Sarai lo-Nashif, but I have come to call her
Sarai al-Sekina. We emerged from the sewer in the same
wadi as I had previously, walked to the same pool and
bathed ourselves. We purchased a donkey and water-skins
from some shepherds, using one of her pearls, and so made
our way to Shemot al-Haykal. There we used additional
pearls to buy clothes, and rooms at an inn, which was the
same inn, but with a different keeper. I did not inquire
regarding the brothel of Milakh Mubaraka for I knew there
would be no such place. Likewise, I had learned that Sarai
was only the daughter of poor farmers from Ashura, who
had sold her as a child. We used another pearl to pay a smith
to remove her brass bracelets, but I did not require.recourse
to his rubble pile. Then I gave her back the remainder of
the pearls.
There in that teeming street, outside the smith's shop,
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enveloped in choking dust, I said to her, "Now you are
your own. This is something I owed you, though you did
not know it. I will escort you anywhere in this world,
Ashura or beyond, and then I will leave you, if you wish
it ."
"Where would I go?" she said sensibly. "I don't know
anyone in Ashura. And what would I do, a lone woman? I
would be a slave again as soon as you were out of sight. But
I have grown to know you in these past days, your kindness
and wisdom. If you will have me, I will be your woman,
and go where you go.•
And so it was. We used the remaining pearls to purchase
this inn, and here we have lived since, by the sweat of our
brow.
Ishaq fell silent and in the stillness the two men listened
to the ticking of ash as the fire cooled. A cock crowed in
the distance.
Then Jibril sat up and stretched. "That is indeed a
strange tale," he said, "and I must say it does little to reassure
me. I cannot decide whether I would rather confront a
djinn or a monstrous liar."
Ishaq sat up as well. "You have always seen the world
as either black or white, Jibril, and that is why you are such
a fine warrior."
"You must admit," said Jibril, "it has the sound more
of a kif-dream than a true tale."
•y ct it is true, for all of that," replied Ishaq.
At that moment, an inner door opened and a woman
stepped through, followed by a young boy. The woman
was slim, dressed in a simple but well-made robe. She
smiled at jibril, then passed into another room. The boy
lingered for a moment, staring at Jibril's scimitar, which
leaned against a wall. Then the boy too left the room,
leaping through the door waving an invisible sword of his
own.

"My wife, Sarai, and my son, Hanif, • said Ishaq.
"But this fantastic woman in your story," persisted
Jibril with mounting excitement, "Milakh Mubaraka Bat
Qol, who was she, then, if your story is true?"
Ishaq looked over at Jibril. "But that is the whole point,
jibril, • he said. "She was myself.•
Sarai returned then, carrying a broom, and began to
sweep the public room. Jibril looked closely at her, saw
that she was indeed plain, even homely, but that she was
composed and confident in her manner. He looked back at
Ishaq and saw that he too was gazing at Sarai, but with a
rapt expression on his face, as if he saw the greatest beauty
in the world.
And much later, as he rode away, Jibril felt confined
and smothered within his desert robes, and his scimitar
hanging at his side felt strangely heavy, and his inner eye
was plagued by the image of a ruby the color of blood, and
within the ruby the face of a woman, and on the woman's
forehead a ruby, and within the ruby the face of a woman,
and so on, forever.

